
Moreau, R. E. 1961. Problems of Mediterranean - Saharan migration. Ibis 103a: 373—

427; 580-623.

Smith, K. D. On the birds of Morocco. Ibis 107: 493-526.

Snow, D. W. and Manning, A. W. G. 1954. Observations sur la migration d'automne

en Tunisie et Tripolitaine et dans le Fezzan (1953). Alauda 22: 1-24.

Stanford, J. K. 1954. A survey of the ornithology of Northern Libya. Ibis 96: 449-473 ;

606-624.

Waters, W. E. 1963. Observations on wintering birds and spring migrants in Tripolitania.

Ibis 105 : 179-184.

Whittaker, J. I. S. 1902. On a small collection of birds from Tripoli. Ibis (8) : 643-656.

Vaurie, C. 1959-65. The birds of the palearctic fauna. London. H. F. & G. Witherby.

The function of the pale egg colour of the Jackdaw

by David Holyoak

Received 28th October, 1969

The Jackdaw Corvus monedula is the only member of the genus Corvus to nest

in holes (other than its close relative Corvus dauricus), and its eggs are paler

than those of the other members of the genus. There are many other ex-

amples of a pale or white egg colour being associated with hole-nesting,

and Lack (1958) has shown that members of the Turdinae have paler eggs

even in partly enclosed nest sites than when nesting in the open. It has been

suggested that the eggs of hole-nesting birds are paler than those of related

species nesting in open sites either to enable the birds to see the eggs more

clearly in a dark hole, or because there is no need for marked eggs in holes,

so that the markings have been lost in the course of evolution.

While making routine observations on a number of Jackdaw nests near

Tring, Hertfordshire in May and June 1967 I noticed that after heavy rain

many of the eggs became badly discoloured with mud from the birds' feet,

making it difficult to count them without removing them from the nest-hole.

In five clutches where the eggs were noted as being heavily soiled (22 eggs)

three eggs were found holed and at least nine disappeared from the nest

before they were due to hatch—an unusually high rate of loss. In June, 1968,

I tested whether the colour of the eggs affected the rate of loss by painting

ten clutches with black pen ink (47 eggs) and leaving another nine clutches

(41 eggs) unmarked. Of these, 12 of the black eggs were found holed by the

birds' feet, and 28 disappeared (presumably removed from the nest after

being damaged) before hatching was due. Five young were seen, and two

eggs or young disappeared around hatching time. The eggs that disappeared

went one at a time from the clutch in most cases. Of the controls, none were

found holed, one clutch of four eggs disappeared before hatching was

possible, and eight eggs or small young disappeared at around hatching time.

The difference between the success rate of the blackened eggs and the

normal, pale-coloured eggs is statistically significant (P<.ooi), and suggests

that more of the darkened eggs were being lost because of accidental break-

ages, so that the normal pale c^ colour would appear to be of selective

advantage because it enables the birds to see the eggs more clearly in the

half-light of the nest hole. It would also suggesl that sight plays an important

part either in nest location within the hole, or at least in the Jackdaw, in the

movements associated with egg-turning or settling onto the t\
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